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Evaluation of a Basic Course 
in Speech Communication 
36 
Wendy S. Zabava Ford 
Andrew D. Wolvin 
Much evidence demonstrates that communication skills 
are important for effective job performance. In an American 
workforce survey, executives and labor unions identified 
speaking and listening skills as important for all job cate-
gories in all industries (Henry & Raymond, 1982). In addition, 
the centrality of communication skills is underlined by the 
frequency with which organizations invest in communication 
training. Training Magazine's 1990 Industry Report found 
that approximately 78.2% of organizations with 100 or more 
employees offer communication skills training (Gordon, 1990). 
With the importance of communication in mind, 
numerous researchers have attempted to identify the specific 
communication skills most essential for careers. DiSalvo 
(1980) concluded that the most critical communication skills 
for entry-level positions are listening, writing, oral reporting, 
motivating/persuading, interpersonal skills, informational 
interviewing, and small group problem solving. Wolvin and 
Corley (1984), in a survey of 446 alumni of a basic communi-
cation course, found listening, interpersonal communication, 
informative briefing, and small group activities to be most 
frequently used in different career fields. In addition, Wolvin 
and Corley discovered that specific skills within these broader 
categories that were considered most important to work 
included communicating in relationships; critically evaluating 
messages; comprehending messages; organizing ideas; locat-
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ing accurate information; understanding the beliefs, attitudes, 
and values of others; presenting ideas; and gaining and 
keeping attention. 
Ideally, the identification of communication skills areas 
important to careers would result in modifications of basic 
communication courses to emphasize these areas. However, 
basic courses are often modeled after "typical" courses (see 
Boileau, 1985; Gibson, Hanna, & Leichty, 1989; Pearson & 
Sorenson, 1980), with little attention given to identified com-
munication needs. A relevant problem is that the faculty who 
design the model courses may not be in touch with students' 
needs. Johnson and Szczupakiewicz (1987) found that faculty 
and alumni differed in their views of what public speaking 
skills were most important in the workplace. Faculty rated 
informative speaking, persuasive speaking, and gathering 
supporting materials as the top three skills, while alumni 
rated informative speaking, listening, and handling questions 
and answers as the top three skills necessary to function ef-
fectively as a communicator. 
Bendtschneider and Trank (1990) argued that educators 
should not be as concemed with making their course consis-
tent with offerings offaculty at other schools as with ensuring 
that their course fulfills their students' needs. In a survey of 
basic course instructors, alumni, and students, 
Bendtschneider and Trank (1990) determined the extent to 
which the communication skills alumni and students found 
most important were appropriately treated by the instructors 
in the basic course. Their results showed some statistically 
significant differences between what was considered impor-
tant and what was taught, but they concluded overall that the 
institution's basic course appeared to adequately respond to 
students' communication needs. 
While much of the research on the basic speech communi-
cation course, including the study by Bendtschneider and 
Trank (1990), is designed to determine the effectiveness of the 
content of the course, few studies have dealt with the out-
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comes of the course. Some of the earlier studies on the out-
comes of taking a speech communication course have sug-
gested that students' communication skills do improve. 
Gilkinson (1944), for example, summarized the research prior 
to 1944 and concluded that "the evidence as it stands is 
wholly consistent with the theory that favorable changes in 
speech behavior and social attitudes occur as a result of for-
mal speech instruction" (p. 100). Thompson (1967) reviewed 
the literature on the effects of speech training and concluded 
that "competent instructors with clear, specific goals appear 
likely to obtain significant results" (p. 158) in beginning 
speech courses. 
More recently, Manheimer (1990) looked at skills neces-
sary to complete the basic course but was led to conclude that 
"a certain level of verbal skill, math proficiency, and prior 
overall academic performance (as reflected in high school 
graduating class percentile and reported G.P.A) are neces-
sary but not sufficient requisites for success in this basic 
course" (pp. 13-14). Future studies evaluating the outcomes of 
the basic course must go beyond determining whether stu-
dents complete the course to determining whether students 
attained the communication skills the course intended to 
develop. 
The purpose of the present study was to evaluate the 
effects of a basic communication course on students' commu-
nication skills. The focus of this research was not on course 
content or on course completion, but on changes in students' 
communication abilities. 
METHOD 
Subjects 
Subjects were 393 students enrolled in a basic communi-
cation course during Spring 1990. The group was composed of 
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approximately 55% freshmen, 21% sophomores, 13% juniors, 
and 10% seniors. Only 3% had participated in college level 
speech communication classes before the study, but 32% had 
participated in high school speech classes. While 76 subjects 
(19%) did not report their major (many indicating they were 
"undecided"), the remaining students came from a variety of 
fields. There were 43 different college majors represented in 
the group. The most popular category of majors enrolled in 
the speech communication course was business-related fields, 
with 151 subjects (38%) from these majors. Other categories of 
majors represented included communications fields (10%), 
arts and humanities (8%), behavioral and social sciences (8%), 
and design fields, natural and physical sciences, training and 
education, agricultural sciences, and high technology fields, 
with less than 5% of subjects in each. 
Design and Procedure 
A one-group pretest-posttest design was used to assess 
changes in communication skills. All subjects completed a 
questionnaire during the first week of class before they were 
given a course syllabus and again during the last week of 
class after they had completed their final graded speech 
assignment. Subjects were asked to provide the last four 
digits of their social security number on both questionnaires 
so that pre- and post-questionnaires could be matched for 
each student. Students who were not present during the first 
or last week of the semester or who failed to provide the last 
four digits of their social security number were not included in 
the study. A total of 393 students met these criteria. 
Basic Communication Course 
The basic communication course was a hybrid course 
designed to introduce students to communication skills and 
theories important for their career fields, using the textbook 
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Communicating: A Social and Career Focus by Berko, Wolvin, 
and Wolvin (1989). The course covered topics of communica-
tion process, intrapersonal communication, verbal and non-
verbal communication, listening, interpersonal communica-
tion, interviewing, small-group communication, and public 
speaking. Major assignments included a career information-
gathering interview project, a small group project, an infor-
mative briefing, a persuasive speech, and other assignments 
at the discretion of the instructors (trained graduate teaching 
assistants and part-time instructors). The typical class size 
was 22. 
Communication Skills Measurement 
The questionnaires contained 24 items which corre-
sponded with different communication skills covered in the 
course. During the first and last weeks of the course, subjects 
assessed their own ability in each of the areas on a scale 
ranging from 0 (none at all) to 7 (great). In addition, subjects 
were asked to list in rank order the three skills areas which 
they would most like to improve. 
The 24 items included on the instrument corresponded 
directly with the objectives and content of the basic course, as 
taught at this institution. Major course objectives focus on 
intrapersonal, interpersonal (including interviewing and 
small group discussion), and public communication. Ques-
tionnaire items representing these broad objectives were 
selected to reflect the specific content of the readings, class 
activities and discussions. For example, course coverage of 
interpersonal communication treats personal relationship 
issues broadly, and provides more focused activities and read-
ings on conflict management and assertiveness skills specifi-
cally. Items were therefore included on the questionnaire to 
directly represent course content on interpersonal communi-
cation (see Table 1, items #6-8). Additional items were created 
to reflect special communication concerns not directed to only 
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one aspect of the course--namely, listening (items #9, 16, 20, 
and 24) and communication comfort (items #10, 13, 17, and 
21), which are felt to be important in all communication situa-
tions. 
RESULTS 
Perceptions of communication skills before and after the 
course are reported in Table 1, along with the amount of 
change from pre- to post-evaluation for each item. Results in-
dicate that subjects' perceptions of their communication skills 
improved in every area during the course of the semester. 
To determine whether changes in individuals' perceptions 
of their communication skills were significant, eight skills 
groupings were created from the 24 items and repeated mea-
sures analysis of variance were run for each of these. Results, 
reported in Table 2, illustrate that significant differences be-
yond the .05 level were found for each grouping. Skills 
groupings with the strongest, most consistent changes (as 
indicated by statistics) were public communication, communi-
cation comfort and interviewing skills. 
Finally, we analyzed the frequency with which students 
identified each area as one of the three they would most like 
to improve (before the semester began). Results are listed in 
Table 3. Of 364 students responding to this question, the 
three skill areas most frequently cited as areas they would 
most like to improve were also the three areas in which the 
greatest improvements occurred. These were "presenting 
speeches in front of an audience," "feeling comfortable when 
delivering speeches" and "preparing and organizing speeches." 
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Table 1 
I. Perceptions of Communication Skills· Before After Change 1. Feeling confident about yourself 4.9 6.4 +0.6 ;t 
2. Feeling comfortable with others' perceptions of you 4.6 6.2 +0.6 Ja. 
3 Reasoning with people 6.4 6.6 +0.1 Q 
4. Using language appropriately 6.1 6.6 +0.4 r 6. Understanding DOnverbal messages 4.9 6.4 +0.6 S· 
6. Communicating in personal relations 6.1 6.4 +0.3 ~ 7. M8J18Iing conflict in personal relationships 4.7 6.1 +0.4 i 8. Asserting yourself (without becoming aggressive) 4.6 6.1 +0.6 9. Listening to others in personal relationships 6.6 6.7 +0.1 
10. Feeling comfortable communicating in personal relationships 6.2 6.6 +0.3 
11. Preparing questions and materials for an interview 4.1 6.3 +1.2 
12. Conducting an interview 4.1 6.3 +1.2 
13. Feeling comfortable when conducting an interview 4.1 6.2 +1.1 
14. Completing tasks in a small group situation 6.2 6.7 +0.6 
16. Interacting with others in a small group situation 6.2 6.8 +0.6 
16 Listening to others in a small group situation 6.6 6.9 +0.4 
17. Feeling comfortable communicating in a smaIl group situation 6.2 6.8 +0.6 
~ 18. Preparing and organizing speeches 4.0 6.6 +1.6 
r 19. Presenting speeches in front of an audience 3.6 6.1 +1.6 20. Listening to speeches 6.1 6.6 +0.4 
fa 21. Feeling comfortable when delivering speeches 3.3 4.9 +1.6 
t 22. Persuading people 4.6 6.2 +0.7 
CD 23. Your overall ability speaking to others in dift'erent situations 4.6 6.4 +0.8 
... 24. Your overall ability listening to others in dift'erent situations 6.3 6.8 +0.6 CD {g 
• Scores are based on an ability scale ranging from 0 (none at all) to 7 (great). til.. '-'" 
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0 Significance of Skill Changes 
0 Before After Change Statistic Prob I Intrapersonal Communication 4.8 5.3 +0.5 F.<1,391 = 110.10 .00 (items #1-2) 
~ Interpersonal Communication 5.2 5.5 +0.3 F.<1,388) = 37.57 .00 t3 
~ (items #6, 7,9, 10) 
0 Interviewing 4.1 5.3 +1.2 F.<1,385) = 341.82 .00 
I (items #11-13) Small Group Communication 5.3 5.8 +0.5 E1,388) = 114.50 .00 
I (items #14-17) Public Communication 3.9 5.2 +1.3 l<1,384) = 463.22 .00 ~ (items #18, 19, 21 & 22) it 
Listening 5.4 5.7 +0.3 F.(1,385) = 63.61 .00 & 
(items #9, 16, 20, & 24) g. :s 
Communication Comfort 4.5 5.4 +0.9 F.(1,384) = 351.41 .00 ~ 
Q (items #10. 13, 17. & 21) r Overall Communication Ability 5.0 5.6 +0.6 F.(1,392) = 187.63 .00 s· 
(items #23-24) ~ 
i 
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Table 3: Areas for Improvement 
II Subjects· 
Presenting speeches in front of an audience 
Feeling comfortable when delivering speeches 
Preparing and organizing speeches 
Asserting yourself (without becoming aggressive 
Persuading people 
Feeling confident about yourself 
Your overall ability speaking to others in different situations 
Feeling comfortable with others' perceptions ;ofyou 
Conducting an interview 
Managing conflict in personal relationships 
Preparing questions and materials for an interview 
Using language appropriately 
Communicating in personal relationships 
Feeling comfortable commnnicating in personal relationships 
Feeling comfortable when conducting an interview 
Understanding nonverbal messages 
Reasoning with people 
Your overall ability listening to others in different situations 
Listening to speeches 
Listening to others in personal relationships 
Feeling comfortable commnnicating in a small group situation 
Interacting with others in a small group situation 
Completing tasks in a small group situation 
. Listening to others in a small sroup situation 
• Frequency students listed as one of three areas for improvement (out of 364 responses) 
.. Percent based on each student listing up to three items (so will not add up to 100%) 
187 
174 
111 
66 
60 
52 
51 
48 
46 
44 
42 
37 
33 
26 
,25 
20 
13 
10 
10 
9 
9 
8 
7 
3 
% Subjects" ~ It 
51.4% 8 
47.8% g. 
30.5% ;t 
18.1% .sa. 
16.5% 
Q 
14.3% r 
14.0% S· 
13.2% ~ 
12.6% ~ 12.1% 
11.5% 
10.2% 
9.1% 
7.1% 
6.9% 
5.5% 
3.6% 
2.7% 
2.7% 
2.5% 
2.5% 
2.2% 
1.9% 
0.8% 
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DISCUSSION 
Results indicate that the basic communication course had 
a positive effect on students' perceptions of their communica-
tion skills and on their comfort in communicating. Since all 
areas listed on the survey questionnaire directly corresponded 
with areas covered in the course, it is not surprising to find 
improvement in all areas. The strongest effects were in public 
communication, communication comfort, and interviewing 
skills. Students began with lower overall scores in these areas 
and resultingly had more room for improvement. 
In addition, results illustrate that effects on communica-
tion skills may be stronger in areas where students have the 
greatest desire or need to improve. Students indicated the 
strongest need to improve in public speaking skills and 
changes were greatest in these areas. 
The positive results of the study must, however, be ac-
cepted with caution. Several factors may have affected the 
results. First, students may have inflated their scores, per-
haps in reaction to positive feelings about the course or 
instructor. However, this phenomenon would not explain why 
scores varied among different skill areas. 
Second, students' perceptions of communication skill 
areas may have changed over time due to new knowledge 
gained from completing the class. Students may have had a 
different understanding of skill areas from the pre to the post-
test so that the scores could not be directly compared. How-
ever, this phenomenon would probably cause their initial 
scores to be inflated because of a lack of awareness of aU the 
skills involved in each area (e.g., all the skills involved in 
listening), so actual results may have been even greater than 
found. 
Third, students may not have been objective in rating 
themselves. This should not pose much of a problem, though, 
because we have no reason to believe the students would not 
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be consistently subjective in completing the measure both 
times. 
Finally, the lack of a comparison group may be prob-
lematic. Since a control group was not used, we cannot be 
certain the changes in students' perceptions of their commu-
nication skills were due to the basic course. However, for so 
many people to consistently improve and at varying levels in 
different skill areas, it would be difficult to attribute great 
variance in effects due to maturation. 
The present study provides some evidence of a basic 
speech communication course having positive effects on 
students' perceptions of their communication skills. It would 
be useful to correlate students' perceptions of their improved 
communication skills with some behavioral may serve as indi-
cators of actual skill improvement. Ratings of videotapes of 
student presentations, content analyses of instructor and/or 
classmate critiques, and even evaluations of student projects 
could be useful measures. Future researchers are also chal-
lenged to find out if the effects are generalizable to different 
courses which may emphasize other skill areas and to deter-
mine if the changes in communication skills transfer to a 
variety of settings, such as academic, career, and social set-
tings. Meanwhile, in this era of accountability and budget 
down-sizing, it is encouraging to know that students do per-
ceive that we are accomplishing our objectives in the basic 
course. As our results reveal, instruction in intrapersonal, in-
terpersonal, and public communication can influence stu-
dents' perceptions of their ability and comfort as communi-
cators. 
Volume 4, June 1992 
11
Zabava Ford and Wolvin: Evaluation of a Basic Communication Course
Published by eCommons, 1992
46 EvalUIJtion of a &sic Course 
REFERENCES 
Bendtschneider, L. B. & Trank, D. M. (1990). Evaluating the 
basic course: Using research to meet the communication 
needs of the students. In L. W. Hugenberg (Ed.), Basic 
course communication annual (pp. 166-191), Vol. 2. 
Boston, MA: Academic Library. 
Berko, R. M., Wolvin, AD. & Wolvin, D. R. (1989). Commu-
nicating: A social and career focus, 4th ad. Boston: 
Houghton Mift1in Company. 
Boileau, D. M. (1985). ERIC report: Development and direc-
tions for the basic course. Communication Education, 34, 
74-80. 
DiSalvo, V. S. (1980). A summary of current research identi-
fying communication skills in various organizational con-
texts. Communication Education, 29, 283-290. 
Gibson, J. W., Hanna, M. S. & Leichty, G. (November, 1989). 
The basic speech course at U. S. colleges and universities: 
V. Paper presented at the meeting of the Speech Commu-
nication Association, San Francisco. CA 
Gilkinson, H. (1944). Experimental and statistical research in 
general speech. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 30, 95-101. 
Gordon, J. (1990, October). Where the training goes. Training, 
pp.51-69. 
Henry, J. F. & Raymond, S. U. (1982). Basic skills in the U.S. 
work force. New York: Center for Public Resources. 
Johnson, J. R. & Szczupakiewiez, N. (1987). The public speak-
ing course: Is it preparing students with work related 
public speaking skills? Communication Education, 36, 
131-137. 
Manheimer, S. (November, 1990). Predictors of student suc-
cess in a hybrid fundamentals of communication course. 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
12
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 4 [1992], Art. 7
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol4/iss1/7
EvalU4tion of G Basic Course 47 
Paper presented at the meeting of the Speech Communi-
cation Association, Chicago, IL. 
Pearson, J. C. & Sorenson, R. L. (1980, November). The basic 
speech communication course: A review of past practices 
and current preferences. Paper presented at the meeting of 
the Speech Communication Association, New York. 
Thompson, W. (1967). Quantitative research in public address 
and communication. New York: Random House. 
Wolvin, AD. & Corley, D. (1988). The technical speech com-
munication course: A view from the field. Association for 
Communication Administration Bulletin, 24. 83-91. 
Volume 4, June 1992 
13
Zabava Ford and Wolvin: Evaluation of a Basic Communication Course
Published by eCommons, 1992
